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Jaelea Skehan, Mindframe Program Manager, is a co-researcher on 
an ARC Linkages grant with journalism academics across Australia 
looking at Vulnerability and the News Media. One of researchers, 
Angela Romano from Queensland University of Technology, 
describes some of the issues facing Indigenous Australians and their 
interaction and representation in the media below. 
What does it mean to say a group of people are vulnerable? 
In simple terms, it means that they’re susceptible to harm or 
misrepresentation. When it comes to how Indigenous Australians 
are treated in the non-Indigenous news media, it would be fair 
to describe them as vulnerable in two ways. 
First, journalists predominantly portray Indigenous people in 
vulnerable circumstances. News reports about Indigenous 
communities often focus on high rates of disease, alcoholism 
and drug addiction. When Indigenous people are represented, 
it is often as dole bludgers, victims of crime or injustice, or 
perpetrators of violence and abuse. Second, the news media 
often misrepresents Indigenous Australians in ways that can 
potentially harm individuals and communities.
In forums about the media, it is common to hear Indigenous people 
say that they ignore non-Indigenous news services and rely on 
community media instead.  Even so, we cannot ignore the huge 
impact that the non-Indigenous media has on public understanding. 
If the quality of news reports is to improve, there needs to be 
a building of skills and knowledge among both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people. This includes improving the accuracy, 
balance and representativeness of stories. More importantly, 
it should help to create news stories that contribute to the 
resilience and dynamism of communities. 
In practical terms, the question may be asked whether the 
media could play a role in highlighting how individuals and 
communities build and maintain their social and emotional 
wellbeing rather than just reporting about the ‘problems’ in 
Indigenous communities. 
For journalists, many issues need to be addressed, even though 
it is now 20 years since the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody called for training to improve the standards of 
non-Indigenous media.  In addition to this, more media training 
is needed for Indigenous people on how to bring issues to the 
attention of journalists and phrase key messages in ways that 
will end up being repeated in news stories.
The Vulnerability and the News Media project is continuing to 
analyse results from newspaper monitoring and focus groups 
with specific groups in the community.  In addition to Indigenous 
Australians, the research is looking at issues related to mental 
health, suicide, experience of trauma, and CALD communities.  
The research will be completed in late 2011 and will inform the 
development of strategies for journalists, journalism students 
and other sectors.   
Any questions about the research can be directed to the Lead 
Researcher, Professor Kerry Green at the University of South 
Australia on Kerry.Green@unisa.edu.au
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